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EDWARD STEWART KENNEDY (1912-2009) 


Edward Stewart Kennedy, known to his friends as Ted and to his closest colleagues 
as Kindi, was born in Mexico on 3 January 1912. He became the world’s leading 
scholar in the history of Islamic astronomy and mathematics in the second half of 
the twentieth century. He was the intellectual heir of Nallino, Suter and Wiede- 
mann, a student and colleague of Neugebauer and Pingree, and teacher, directly 
or indirectly, of all those who have worked in this field for over half a century. His 
numerous books and articles set the standard and provided the inspiration for several 
generations of students, who were moved not only by his academic excellence but 
also by his convivial personality and his healthy respect for the Muslim scientists 
of yesteryear and his love for the Middle East. (A bibliography will appear in the 
Barcelona journal Suhayl.) 

When Ted was born, his father was a building contractor and his mother a mission- 
ary. During the Pancho Villa revolution the family had to leave Mexico and took up 
residence in Easton PA. Five brothers were born in the States. Ted attended schools 
in Easton then Lafayette College. He graduated at the height of the Depression with 
a degree in electrical engineering. 

Lafayette had an agreement with Alborz College in Tehran to support one American 
teacher: Ted applied and was accepted for his first assignment in the Middle East. 
During his four years in Iran he started to work on the history of mathematics and 
also mastered Persian. 

In 1936 Ted returned to the US for doctoral studies in mathematics at Lehigh 
University in Bethlehem PA; his thesis dealt with the Lambert Series. His intention 
was to return to Iran with a Ph.D., but political developments prevented this. In 1939 
he began teaching mathematics at the University of Alabama. 

In 1941, Ted signed up in the US Army. He was eventually sent back to Iran, this 
time as Assistant Military Attaché at the US Embassy in Tehran. He learned Russian 
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because he had to communicate with his counterpart in the Soviet Embassy. In later 
years, [ran remained Ted’s favourite country: for him, it had the friendliest people, 
the most beautiful language, the most exquisite poetry, and the best cuisine. 

Immediately after the War, Ted started to study Arabic at Harvard. An encounter 
with Otto Neugebauer was to shape the rest of his scholarly life. In 1946 he joined 
the faculty of the American University of Beirut (AUB). Along with teaching 
mathematics, Ted continued his study of Arabic. The academic year 1949-50 was 
spent at Brown University in Providence RI, and the Institute for Advanced Study 
at Princeton, the two places where Neugebauer was conducting his research. Ted 
accepted tenure at AUB with the proviso that every fourth year he could work with 
colleagues in the US. 

In 1951 Ted married Mary-Helen Scanlon. They spent the year 1951-52 in Iran 
where Ted was a Fulbright Fellow. From 1952 to 1976 the Kennedys were based in 
Beirut, with Ted teaching at AUB and spending every fourth year in the US. They had 
three children: Anna (Providence, 1953), Michael (Beirut, 1954), and Nora (Beirut, 
1957). The Kennedys planned their retirement in the land they loved: they purchased 
a house and some land in the forests above Ainab overlooking Beirut. 

It was mainly during these periods in the US that Ted carried out the independ- 
ent research that led to many of his publications in the history of medieval Islamic 
astronomy and mathematics. His interest in al-Kashi came early, resulting from his 
own personal experience with Iran. He started the survey of Islamic astronomical 
handbooks with tables (zéjes) that first year with Neugebauer. His Survey of Islamic 
astronomical tables, featuring 125 such works, appeared in 1956. One of his most 
remarkable discoveries was that the solar, lunar and planetary models of Ibn al-Shatir 
c. 1350 were identical to those of Copernicus 150 years later. 

In Beirut Ted was preoccupied with teaching introductory mathematics and 
computer science. When a course on the history of mathematics was finally put on 
the schedule at AUB, it was in the form of a one-semester introductory course for 
mathematics majors offered every second year. A one-semester seminar in which 
students did “independent” work in the intervening years resulted in an impressive 
number of joint publications with students and several important theses that Ted 
supervised. He put his own knowledge of computer science to good use, initiating 
the use of the computer in the analysis of medieval Islamic astronomical tables. The 
1983 volume Studies in the exact Islamic sciences gathers all but the books that Ted 
had published. 

In 1971, on one of the numerous camping trips the family made around the Middle 
East and through Europe en route to or from the US, they put tents and sleeping 
bags in their Volkswagen and drove to Afghanistan to visit each of the sites where 
al-Biruni had lived and worked. Ted published several books on the astronomy and 
mathematical geography of Islam’s greatest scientist. 

By 1976 the Kennedys were free to accept an invitation to participate in the Cairo- 
based Smithsonian Institution Project in Medieval Islamic Astronomy, and that same 
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year Ted began an association with the newly-founded Institute for the History of 
Arabic Science at the University of Aleppo. In 1977 he assumed the editorship of 
the new journal published there, and together with Mary-Helen was responsible for 
the excellence of the first few issues of their journal. 

In 1979 the Kennedys settled down in Ainab to begin their retirement, with occa- 
sional trips to Aleppo. Ted was able to devote full time to his research, with time off 
for splitting logs and picking grapes and not least for practising the French horn. In 
1982 Ainab and the area around their house were shelled by the Israelis and the puppet 
militia that they had brought in. When one day the Kennedys found that what was 
left of the village of Ainab had been deserted, they moved down to Beirut. In May 
1984, with the outbreak of random killings of Americans, including close friends of 
theirs, the Kennedys finally decided to leave their adopted land. 

The Kennedys then found a temporary haven at the newly-founded Institute for 
the History of Arabic and Islamic Sciences in Frankfurt am Main. Ted continued to 
churn out papers, encouraging colleagues and students, and playing the French horn 
with a small group of friends. His 1998 Variorum volume Astronomy and astrology 
in the medieval Islamic world gathers some of his later articles, if not the books. 

From 1988 the Kennedys moved to Princeton and in 1999 to Doylestown PA, 
where Ted died peacefully on 4 May 2009. He is survived by Mary-Helen and their 
three children and six grandchildren. 
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